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INTRODUCTION TO THE REVISED  
AND EXPANDED EDITION

XENIA NIKOLSKAYA

A 
friend once told me, “Cairo, in your pictures, looks 

like the aftermath of a nuclear holocaust.” He was 

referring to the scale and persistence of architectural 

decay in Egypt and the number of forgotten and abandoned 

places I had managed to capture. This long-term project, which 

brought together examples of European-style architecture from 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, ended up 

as a book. Dust: Egypt’s Forgotten Architecture was published in 

2012 by Dewi Lewis, with an introductory text by On Barak, 

senior lecturer in the Department of Middle Eastern and 

African History at Tel Aviv University. Strangely enough, the 

last pictures were taken on the eve of the Egyptian uprising 

of 25 January 2011, and I completed the final selection of 

photographs on 11 February 2011, the day President Hosni 

Mubarak stepped down. I was sure this book would put an end 

to my fascination with this topic, but little did I know what 

would come next.

I first traveled to Egypt in 2003, to work as a field 

photographer on a Russian archaeological site in Memphis. 

This trip was overwhelming. I was too busy taking photos of 

artifacts and excavations to see much of the country (believe 

me, the life of an archaeologist is nothing like an Indiana Jones 

movie), but I felt a strong attraction. 

The story of Dust began in Serageldin Palace, in 2006, when I 

came back to Cairo. In the first edition of the book, I describe in 

detail the experience of my first visit to the palace:

Here was Sleeping Beauty’s palace. Yet it looked as 

if it was still occupied, as if the owners had only just 

left. Beneath a glass ceiling, books and photographs 

lay scattered around. On one side was the library 
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and salon and on the other the dining room. A pink 

marble staircase led up to a galleried balcony and to the 

bedrooms: at its base stood two griffins. Marble, silk, 

polished wood, crystal, mirrors and paintings—the place 

seemed transformed into a theatre in which a drama 

had just been acted out—a very private drama, one that 

fills you with curiosity and guilt, rather like reading 

someone’s personal letters.”1

In January 2006, I began—over several trips to Egypt, 

followed by a relocation to Cairo in 2010—to collect details 

of buildings that remind us of European capitals in Egypt, 

particularly in Cairo, including information about their history 

and current state. I was scouting these buildings in order to 

gain the access needed to photograph them. Initially, I was 

driven by curiosity, but I came to realize that these structures 

were in great danger and one way to preserve them was 

through written and photographic documentation. 

The buildings presented in Dust, instead of being made 

into monuments, have become invisible even to the city’s 

inhabitants. Like an archaeologist, I rediscovered these 

buildings and brought them back into the light: the creation 

of a new artistic narrative around them gives them a future, 

or at least some hope for a future. These structures may have 

fallen into disrepair but they now constitute newly discovered, 

fragile spaces. To use an archaeological analogy again, Dust is a 

“secret chamber.” As Mikhail Piotrovsky, director of the State 

Hermitage Museum and curator of the exhibition Dust: Cairo’s 

Forgotten Architecture (2015), suggested,

Decrepit architecture is wonderful, but not long-lived. 

Either it collapses, or it is restored or reconstructed, losing 

the charm of its authenticity. This happens in all great 

cities. . . . The aesthetics of a withering away is one of the 

forms of propaganda of renewal. When the renewal takes 

place, it is not only the document that remains — there is 

also an artistic memory.2 

Dust was intended as an honest record of people’s attitudes 

to property, heritage, and history. Egyptian government 

officials working in the cultural sector were sometimes critical 

of the Dust project because it does not portray the country in 

a glamorous light. In 2007, the Egyptian Cultural Centre in 

Moscow was eager to host an exhibition of the project in its 

space. Upon discovering, however, that there was not a single 

image of the pyramids in the selection of photographs, the 

Centre withdrew its invitation. Cairo Press Center employees 

were similarly not supportive of requests to visit certain 

locations because of the poor condition of the buildings. 

When requests were accepted, the Press Center would usually 

send someone along with me to supervise my work. Most 

of these individuals were unremarkable, except for one who 

accompanied me during a trip to Alexandria in 2009. Let us call 

her Madame Nagat. She was a short, unfriendly woman, who 
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drove a small red Fiat and was always dressed in black from 

head to toe. She accompanied me to the Omar Tousson Pasha 

Villa, which today houses Alexandria University’s Faculty of 

Fine Arts. One morning we entered the villa courtyard, which 

was full of easels, unfinished sculptures, and sketching students. 

From there we proceeded to the building, where we were joined 

by a curator from the university, who wished to accompany 

us as well. The building inside looked as though it had been 

refurbished in the 1970s or 1980s, with wooden panels, which 

were fashionable at the time. We had been wandering along the 

corridors for some time when we stumbled upon a classroom 

full of loud students and a rather bored-looking professor. He 

was happy to chat and asked us what we were looking for. I 

told him my story: that I was looking for original interiors of 

grand buildings from the late nineteenth to early twentieth 

centuries. He told me that nothing remained authentic except 

for the room downstairs. We went downstairs and opened a 

door onto a vast art deco bathroom painted in green. The floor 

was carpeted with plastic bottles and empty bags of chips, bits 

of paper and other trash—a sort of blizzard of modernity which 

created a surreal image. I was about to set up my tripod when 

Madame Nagat rushed into my frame and cleaned the floor in a 

matter of minutes. I was upset because I felt that she had ruined 

my photograph as I had imagined it. But later, as I was editing 

the images, I found myself appreciating her initiative: she had 

helped me to create a magical emptiness. 

A few years later I was reading Russian Journal by John 

Steinbeck, the 1948 account of his trip to the Soviet Union in 

the company of the famous Magnum photographer Robert 

Capa. In this book he had created a fictional letter entitled “A 

Legitimate Complaint by Robert Capa”: 

The hundred and ninety million Russians are against me. 

They are not holding wild meetings on street corners, 

do not practice spectacular free love, do not have any 

kind of new look, they are very righteous, moral, hard-

working people, for a photographer as dull as apple pie. 

Also, they seem to like the Russian way of living, and 

dislike being photographed.

It reminded me a lot of my own experiences in Egypt: even 

though I have been taking photographs in the country since 

2006, people’s attitudes toward photographers do not seem to 

have changed much. 

My original plan, when I relocated to Cairo in 2010, was 

to stay for just six months, but time flows at a different speed 

in Egypt. I started teaching photography at the American 

University in Cairo and traveled around Egypt every weekend 

to look for magical places and dusty interiors. It was a 

wonderful time. When I was a student at the Art Academy in 

Saint Petersburg, I had studied ancient Egyptian art on broken 

black-and-white slides from a teacher who had never been 

to Egypt. Back then, in 1992–93, it was difficult to conceive 
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60. Stadium, 
Alexandria, 2009 

61. Kasr al-Aini Street building,  
Garden City, Cairo, 2018
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10. Casa d’Italia, Port Said, 2010

11. Birds in a cage, Muhammad Kamil al-Bindari Villa, Giza, Cairo, 2021
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22. Shadows, abandoned palace 
in Manial, Cairo, 2010
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42. Staircase in former Central Bank, 
Cairo, 2019
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44. Entrance, Villa Casdagli, 
Garden City, Cairo, 2010
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48. Acrobats,  
Prince Said Halim Palace,  
Cairo, 2007
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XENIA NIKOLSKAYA is an award-winning 
Russian–Swedish photographer, curator, and 
teacher currently based in Cairo. A former 
curator of the Russian National Centre 
of Photography and former head of Rossiya 
Segodnya’s exhibition project department, 
she is a Fulbright Fellow with a PhD from 
Sunderland University, UK. She has taken 
part has taken part in more than forty 
international exhibitions and her works are 
preserved at the State Hermitage Museum 
in St. Petersburg. She is the author of 
� e House My Grandfather Built, which won 
the 2021 Swedish Photobook Award.

Front: Villa Casdagli, Garden City, Cairo, 2010. 
Back: Dome, Tiring Building, Cairo, 2010; staircase 
in former Central Bank, Cairo, 2019. Photographs 
by Xenia Nikolskaya.
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"Very arresting images."—BBC
 

"Large, carefully composed and beautifully lit images."—Sunday Telegraph
 

"The Cairo [Nikolskaya] captures with her lens is a European city, its grandeur and dilapidation devoid 
of exotic oriental motifs and shown as somehow frozen in time."—The National

 
"Dust explores the conditions and relevance of empty architectural spaces in Egypt, presenting an entwined 

dualism: dust as materiality that layers the city, literally tracing the passage of time upon urban objects — but also 
as a temporal metaphor that registers these changes on the level of memories, both past and present."

—Cairo 360
 

"Nikolskaya brings these palaces back to life."—Egypt Today
 

"Extraordinary . . . The book documents the abandoned palaces and salons of an Egypt you donʼt often see 
in the headlines: the golden age of Cairene opulence."—Roads & Kingdoms
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Between 1860 and 1940, Cairo and other 
large cities in Egypt witnessed a major 
construction boom that gave birth to 
extraordinary palaces and lavish buildings. 
� ese incorporated a mix of architectural 
styles, such as Beaux-Arts and Art Deco, 
with local design in� uences and materials. 
Today, many lie empty and neglected, rapidly 
succumbing to time, a real-estate frenzy, and 
an ongoing population crisis.

In 2006 Russian-born photographer 
Xenia Nikolskaya began the process of 
documenting these structures. She gained 
exceptional access to them, taking photographs 
at some thirty locations, including Cairo, 
Alexandria, Luxor, Minya, Esna, and Port 
Said. � ese photographs were documented 
in the � rst edition of DUST: Egypt’s Forgotten 
Architecture, which soon after its release in 
2012 became a rare collector’s item.

� is revised and expanded edition includes 
photographs from the � rst edition together 
with extra unseen images and new photographs 
taken by Nikolskaya between 2013 and 2021. 
It also includes previously unpublished essays 
by Heba Farid, co-owner of the Cairo-based 
photo gallery Tintera, and architect and urban 
planner Omar Nagati, co-founder of 
CLUSTER, an urban design and research 
platform, also in Cairo.

DUST: Egypt’s Forgotten Architecture 
leads us seductively into some of the most 
breathtaking architectural spaces of Egypt’s 
recent past, � lled with a sense of both the 
immense weight and the impermanence 
of history.
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